power': she is provocative, inciting containment and sanitation, and despite her cultural invisibility, she is 'legion': 'To be haunted by a woman
[…] is ineluctably to see her'. 6 In our living rooms, on our televisions, the lesbian has certainly enjoyed greater visibility in recent years, returning to haunt us in the form of soap opera kisses and American imports dedicated to The L-Word. The representation. 7 One surprising manifestation on British television has been the appearance and subsequent recurrence of lesbian-themed costume drama, particularly on the BBC. But why so surprising? Classic serials have been a staple of "Auntie" BBC since the early days of radio broadcasting, forming part of its avuncular (tanticular?) public service ethos to inform, educate and entertain. 8 The roots of contemporary costume drama thus lie in conservative traditions, designed 'not only for our amusement but also for our betterment'. 9 As such, the genre has long remained a bastion of polite, traditional values, associated with middleclass audiences and constitutive of a culturally hegemonic 'heritage Britishness'.
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This chapter explores the strategies and rhetorics used to frame and enable representations of lesbian characters and lesbian sex in BBC costume drama. My primary case study is Portrait of a Marriage (dir.
Stephen Whittaker, 1990 ), a dramatised account of Vita Sackville-West's tempestuous relationship with Violet Trefusis. As an adaptation of life writing (part-biography, part-autobiography), Portrait is relatively unique among costume dramas, but this also raises particular concerns over authenticity: the series' depiction of "real" lesbian lives and "real" lesbian sex. How does Portrait marry its controversial subject matter with its participation in conservative traditions of quality programming? To what extent does the lesbian remain apparitional, obscured by the series' use of a legitimating, heterosexual framework? Broadcast twelve years later,
Tipping the Velvet (dir. Geoffrey Sax, 2002) enjoyed less troublesome source material; it was an adaptation of fiction, not life writing. As such, the series exceeded its predecessor in terms of sexual content and explicitness, but a legitimating framework continued to be used-in this case, metatheatrical artifice. Tipping was not, therefore, an unqualified triumph for tolerance and increased visibility. Rather, it demonstrates the survival of anxieties that contain and mediate "authentic" lesbianism. Portrait on screen was thus subject to two distinct legitimating discourses: quality programming and authentic representation. At first glance, the latter appears to reinforce the former. As television biopic and adaptation of life writing, the accurate portrayal of "character" and events seems part of the series' high production values. And yet, a potential conflict is thrown into relief by the lesbian content of the source material.
Adapting Vita's confession
How might lesbian sex in Portrait impact on the conservative, 'heritage Britishness' of costume drama? Would this "product" be devalued as a result? Could authenticity undermine perceptions of quality? Portrait negotiates these competing claims, shaping its representation of lesbian sex accordingly.
Screening "quality" sex in Portrait
Portrait was broadcast two years after the implementation of Section 28 of the Local Government Act-an amendment prohibiting the "promotion" of homosexuality in public institutions. This nebulous yet far-reaching legislation served to silence debate and inquiry; it was aimed, in particular, at schools and schoolchildren, where the teaching of homosexuality 'as a pretended family relationship' was explicitly censured. 25 the message is usually that heterosexuality, or just men, wins out over love between women in the end, these narratives also hint that not all is well in the world of heterosexuals. 27 Wilson exposes concerns over the visibility of lesbian sex-was Portrait a further manifestation of declining morality and defunct values? But her notion of a 'lens' through which heterosexuality is scrutinised suggests an underlying conservatism-homosexuality may act as 'a strange, illicit,
by contrast with the clapped-out world of heterosexuality', but it does so at the cost of finite, mediated expression.
Order is restored and normative heterosexuality 'wins out'. 28 But how does this work in Portrait? What strategies enable the depiction of lesbian sex, and how is order restored?
Portrait was more explicit than Oranges Are Not The Only Fruit, the first BBC drama to depict lesbian sex (broadcast nine months earlier). In
Oranges, nudity and the suggestion of sex was limited to a single sequence in the second of three episodes: Jess and Melanie kiss and lie naked together, cue the use of de-realising slow-motion and dystopic, nondiegetic organ music (techniques that recall the drama's fantasy sequences). In Portrait, by contrast, each of the series' four episodes contained scenes of nudity and sex (or, at least, their suggestion). There was not, however, a comparable leap forward in explicit content-no more human flesh was on display, with both series restricted to the acceptable terrain of breast and buttock. Indeed Jennifer Harding bemoans the reticence of Portrait, with sex scenes comprised (in the majority) of 'lingering passionate kisses and (non-genital) stroking in the afterglow'.
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One marked difference, however, was the series' strategic contextualisation of lesbian sex.
Hilary Hinds has explored the 'romantic idealism' that characterised popular and critical reactions to Oranges. 30 Sex was perceived in terms of youthful naivety-Steve Clark, writing in the Sunday Times, described the relationship between Jess and Melanie as 'almost Disneyesque in its innocent wonderment'-while delicate sensibilities were more concerned by the series' depiction of repressive religion. 
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In his study of biopic, George F. Custen suggests the intimacy of the small screen has encouraged an increasing concern with 'the lives of typical people'-television biopics 'enshrine normalcy'. 38 But it would be difficult to confuse Portrait with kitchen-sink drama, while the class privilege of Nicolson, Sackville-West and Keppel/Trefusis families elevates the series above the 'typical'. Despite this, the maintenance of norms is certainly key to Portrait's treatment of lesbian sex. For Custen, 'villains' in television biopic embody factors that threaten family life, and he includes homosexuality among these ranks. 39 Despite the series' containment of this 'villain' within a heterosexual framework, Portrait failed to 'enshrine normalcy' to the required standard of its American audience. The broadcaster PBS cut thirty-four minutes from the series, claiming the decision was based on efficiency: 'mostly for pacing and to move the story along'. But a second, 'softer' version was also made 'in accordance with the public's "concerns and sensibilities"', and local stations were able to choose which version to broadcast. 40 The Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation protested the decision. In an article for The Nation, one of their members, Charlotte Innes, claimed the cuts enacted a thorough curtailment of the women's relationship. Excised material included: 'a childhood scene suggesting that Vita and Violet's lesbianism was inherent and their love for one another mutual; a wonderful tender moment in which Violet sings to Vita; and several shots in which the two women are seen having fun together'. 41 In other words, they removed 'the pleasurable, enduring aspect of the relationship'. 42 These cuts reveal the protectionist aspect of television biopic identified by Custen, but the requirement to 'enshrine normalcy' was also integral to Portrait's status as quality programming. The series' careful screening of sex was intended to appease traditional audiences of costume drama, burying lesbianism within a heterosexual framework to protect the series' appeal to middleclass respectability. The result was a strange denial of lesbianism in the face of its presence. In the Radio Times, for example, the series' producer Colin Tucker was able to assert that 'lesbianism was irrelevant', universalising (and reducing) the story to 'a human triangle'. Is it?'. Violet cries and struggles throughout, screaming at the moment of penetration. This is the series' most explicit scene in terms of sex and
violence, yet it remains on the periphery of the heterosexual framework.
While the scene is a perverse imitation of heterosexual practice, it is not contextualised through a clear performance of butch/femme. The act of penetration is male-identified, but the scene is not made safe by a theatrical performance of masculinity-Vita does not "cross over". She wears layered skirts and a long, flowing beige coat; in style and colour palette, the women appear remarkably similar. As such, this is the closest the series gets to sex between two feminine-identified women. And yet, it is also Portrait's most negative portrayal of lesbianism. The demands of television biopic and quality costume drama require this to be so:
lesbianism that escapes the series' heterosexual framework must be rendered abject-it is allied to rape, an extreme, non-normative and "deviant" sexual practice.
Disputing authenticity
Portrait's most outspoken critic was Nigel Nicolson. At first, he acknowledged the strange experience of seeing his mother's story re-told, confessing to the Radio Times that he found it 'all a bit spooky' and was 'particularly unnerved' by the sight of Janet McTeer in Vita's clothes. 47 The series' performed reality, it seems, was uncannily accurate. But Nigel would later revise this assessment and he begins here, in his first postbroadcast interview, to distance himself from the production. In particular, he is dismayed by the portrayal of his parents' marriage and he confesses to feeling 'embarrassed' by the 'intimate "very sexy" love scenes': 'I was conscious of looking away from some of the more erotic scenes, feeling I was a voyeur'. 48 Here Nigel averts his gaze from the screening of lesbian sex and, in subsequent statements to the press, he would attempt to avert the gaze of the public.
In an article for The Times entitled 'Portrait of a love betrayed?', Nigel repeated his objections, returning again to the series' too-explicit depiction of lesbian sex. He suggests the adaptation contravened a "gentleman's agreement" between himself and the series' producers. As evidence, he quotes from a letter written during a previous adaptation project, a copy of which was sent to the BBC:
The story must be told with delicacy and with no overtly sexual scenes. By that I mean that Vita and Violet should not be shown making love. There must be no pawing or mutual undressing or passionate embraces… Their elopement was a crazy escapade, from which Vita just recovered in time, largely owing to Harold's extraordinary gentleness and understanding. At the end it might be suggested (I don't know how) that this crisis in their marriage made it all the more successful and secure. In other words, the drama might show the triumph of love over infatuation. In order to wrestle back control, Nigel disputes the series' authenticity, setting the script in contradistinction to his book. Penelope
Mortimer was 'determined to tell the story her way, not mine,' and thus an uncomfortable stalemate is produced: '"But it's my script," she said. "It's my book," I replied'. 51 Reasserting the authority of his source text, Nigel engages in 'fidelity criticism' (in which 'fidelity to the adapted text' is 'the criterion of judgment'), with the starkest example occurring in Nigel's memoir, Long Life (1997). 52 Material from the Times article is reproduced near-verbatim, but the issue of authenticity is more prominent.
Significantly, Nigel questions the series' historical framework. He recounts the filming of a dining room scene-in which Vita sits far apart from her mother, discussing personal matters in front of three male servants-and recalls his response: 'It would never have happened like that, I said. I was reminded that this was not fact, but drama. The scene suggested the period as most would imagine it to have been'. 53 As such, the adaptation is sexual roles, such as male renter or "angel in the house" (both performed by Nan). 61 Performativity enables a profusion of sexual identities and behaviours to be represented. As such, lesbian sex in Tipping was not dependent on butch/femme imitations, but rather sought to confuse this heterosexual logic. In episode 1, for example, a montage sequence depicts Nan as she learns her new role as a music hall "masher", 'ghosted', by the pre-eminence of marriage. 71 In terms of visibility, Tipping has been the most successful lesbian costume drama, achieving a level of explicitness still to be repeated or bettered. 72 But sex in Tipping was fully de-realised by the playful, metatheatrical production, while the series itself was subject to (potentially phobic) criticism. To return to Terry Castle, the recurrence of the lesbian figure in costume drama testifies to her 'peculiar cultural power'. 
